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the "natural cycle of the body." Natural diseases originate in
the patient's "complexion," in his constitution, or in the ele-
ments. Accordingly, they might be temperamental, chronic, or
acute.
The humors, which were the basis of Galenic medicine, also
belong in this category; but are they the whole? To know a pa-
tient's constitution, the doctor needs to understand a good deal
more than the mechanical modelof the four liquors battling
each other in his body. What about hereditary traits? Do they
not determine the diseases he is susceptible to? "A man's
mother is his ascendent and planet." 4 Paracelsus was among
the first to emphasize hereditary factors.
"Suppose a child was born under the luckiest stars and
received the richest gifts, but in his character he develops
qualities which run counter to these gifts. Who is to blame?
The blood which comes by generation." 5
Among the many arguments which pious thinkers had ad-
vanced against astrology, the biological principle of heredity
had rarely been invoked. Paracelsus not only stated it with
strength and clarity, he made it the basis of his biology. Bio-
logical heredity was a marvel of nature. Not before it was recog-
nized as a law of nature could the living plasm be understood
as the foundation of all animate nature.
Paracelsus, placing the study of life on this foundation, made
biology autonomous. Henceforth, a person might be called
"saturnine" or "mercurial" because he is so "constellated"; the
term, however, referred to the flesh and blood, not to the star.
Biology became a self-sufficient science. For the first time since
antiquity, it became possible to study life without constantly
referring back to erratic and miraculous interventions of the
supernatural powers. De-mystifying the mysteries, Paracelsus
strove to understand all nature as subject to "natural forces only."